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I ijKlDPR PnVFP. Super-Secret Police Intelligence Network 

^ ^ X V>WVL=B\. Operates in Memphis Amid Controversy 



By KAY PITTMAN BUCK 

Pr*r*-Scimlt»r SUM WrtUr 

Behind the locked doors of an elaborate 
suite on the 3Sth floor of the 100 North 
y Main Building sprawls the nerve center of 
a super-secret law enforcement intelli- 
gence network which calls itself a private 
organization but is funded by the federal 
government to the tune of S2.3 million a 
year. 

The Regional Organized Crime Informa- 
tion Center — equipped with a surveil- 
lance van. computers, powerful cameras, 
radio scrambler devices and a sophisticat- 
ed telephone system which one observer 
says is comparable to that used by the 
nation’s president when he travels — has 
been in Memphis two years. Yet few Mem- 
phians are aware of it. 

It’s so hush-hush, in fact, that even U.S. 
Attorney Mike Cody — the city's highest- 
ranking official in the Justice Depart- 
ment. which funds ROCIC - insists he 
didn’t know such a group was operating in 
Memphis. 

T never even heard of it.” he said. 

ROCIC’s top man is Rex Armistead. 49. a 
former criminal intelligence officer of the 
Mississippi Highway Patrol, and his top 
assistant is Bill Price, former Memphis 
police chief. They supervise a staff that 
numbers between 20 and 30. 

Armistead. described by some officials 
as a James Bond-like super-agent, founded 
the center and is credited with helping set 




‘I never even heard of it/ 
— U.S. Attorney Mike Cody 



up similar organizations in seven other 
areas of the country. He said ROCIC serves 
as a clearinghouse for information on 
“traveling criminals — the modern, mo- 
bile type.” for member law enforcement 
agencies in IS states. 

Highly Mobile 

ROCIC itself has been highly mobile 
since Armistead started it 4> i years ago in 
Jackson, Miss. It later moved its nerve cen- 
ter to New Orleans before coming to Mem- 
phis. Now there are reports of an impend- 
ing move to Southaven. Armistead and 
Price say no such move is planned. 

Armistead admits that the organization 
does not like to attract public attention 
and he refuses to allow his picture to be 
taken. But despite the secrecy, controver- 
sy has surfaced regarding ROCIC: 

• The federal money for the center was 
once channeled through the Memphis Po- 
lice Department, but the police — while 



maintaining membership in the organiza- 
tion — called a halt to the “grantee" role 
because they felt they had no control over 
how the money was spent. 

"ROCIC was spending hundreds of thou- 
sands of dollars on super-sensitive elec- 
tronic equipment, hundreds of thousands 
on travel and informers and we couldn't 
get an accounting of how and for what it 
was being spent.” said Police Director E. 
Winslow Chapman. The Justice Depart- 
ment now channels the funds through 
North Carolina, one of the states under the 
ROCIC umbrella. 

• Civil libertarians are concerned that 
the center may be spying on private citi- 
zens as well as criminals. The West Ten- 
nessee chapter of the American Civil Li- 
berties Union is making inquiries. ACLU 
attorney Bruce Kramer wrote the city at- 
torney’s office asking if ROCIC was en- 
gaged in any domestic surveillance activ- 
ity and if the reported plan to move to 



Southaven was an attempt to circumvent a 
federal court consent decree entered into 
. by ACLU and the City of Memphis. In the 
1978 decree, the city agreed not to keep 
files on political activists and engage in 
domestic intelligence and surveillance of 
private citizens. 

Spying Denied 

City Attorney Cliff Pierce said his office 
has found “no evidence of any violation of 
the consent decree, no evidence of any 
domestic surveillance.” 

The city is expected to direct the ACLU 
inquiries to Cody. 

Price said the organization "engages in 
no domestic intelligence. We are scrupu- 
lous about that. Mr. Armistead has made 
sure of that." 

Price added that ROCIC has "no inten- 
tion" of moving to Southaven. In fact, he 
said, it has an 18-month lease on its offices 
at 100 North Main. 

Until a few weeks ago. the offices had 
been located on the 30th floor of the sky- 
scraper. Still to be moved to the 35th floor 
is its elaborate computer equipment. 

The center’s offices open at 7 a.m and 
close at midnight seven days a week. Offi- 
cials say about 600 telephone calls are re- 
ceived a day. 

Turn to Page 14 — INTELLIGENCE 
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Intelligence Network Operates From Downtown Building 



From Page 



ROCICi telephone number is unlisted. Neither is the 
office included among the numbers In the lobby directo- 
ry of the 100 North Main Building. 

The Urge door to the organization's suite, which takes 
up almost the enure ASih floor, features two red and blue 
star-like emblems on each side of the entrance portals. A 
lighted button glows. A sign above the button tells visi- 
tors to ring and identify themselves for admission. Over 
the door Roman-style letters in gold bear the initials 
ROCIC 

Center officials say they will soon place a camera on 
ea.i. side of the doorway to gel pictures of visitors. 

All visitors admitted behind the locked doors are given 
identity tags to wear while in the suite. The tags bear the 
red and blue star emblem, designed by a ROCIC official 
who is a former New Orleans law enforcement officer. 
Visitors ate also required to sign a book, giving their 
name and their company organization 



The traveling cnminat of today can get oo a plana In member Dw-en/orttmant aganciaa for thalr Informers, said. 'We follow strictly the national criminal intellt- 
Tulsa in the morning, go to Allanu and pul) a Job. and get «»n«. «.ut*iin«a. 

on another pUne and be back In Tulsa that night,” Golden Disagreement Mutuol 

" — - — " ' ArmUtMd said the dlaagmmaot with tha city over 

financial matters was not onesided. 

The city wanted us to adjust our pay acaia to theirs." be 
said. "For instance, they wan tad our Intelligence analysts 



said. Thus, thU regional pooling of knowledge was 
davued.- 



Funds Channeled to he paid what they paid darkx Our people are a 

He said ihe $2 3 million in annual funds for ROCIC U specialised. They wanted the people they amigned to us to 
channeled from the Justice Department to thasuteaitor- he paid MPIMype salaries, which we diacovered were 

nmv oerter m\‘e in Nnrth CernUn* urM/*h it In til* .w i | n Wm Ann 1 ! nav ikil Inur 



region. Staff members from that office are as- 
signed to the center's headquarters office In Memphis. 



"For Instance. If some Information comes in about a j 
criminal and in that Information it identifies ihe suspect j 
as a black Muslim, we deleu any reference to black 
Muslim. Wa are not interested in such aspects " | 

Araistead said the center does not engage in wiretap- 1 
ping and that all law enforcement agencies must have a 
court order to engage in it j 

But there are some groups which feel no such responsi- 
bility. he said. 

“There are 31 wiretaps existing in Jackson (Misstssip- 



Colden^ orgamution Is rwfonstble for reviewing’ and h dtL*yt W« dldnldS ro“a°w Orte^ fo? tUMGrS. agewy. to ^r™rd*. SJ"' ' 

though the center U In no wayVonnected with any of the * toy* • wh“- Cnminals are very sophisticated toda, 



federal government's strike-force operations against or- 
ganized crime. 

More light on ROCIC and the reservations of the police 



Armisitad. a muscular six-footer, slightly balding, who department came from Police U. Richard 0. Parker, who 



move as quietly as a large jungle cat, has a colorful 
background in law enlorcement. 

Armistead's Background 

In l%\ Mississippi Gov. Paul Johnson gave him an 



ireceded Price u Ibe center's assistant administrator. 
Parker quit the job in November and is now back in his 
former posiiion as a plannar with the Metro Law Enforce- 
ment Planning Agency. 



Officer .It ihe Year" award Armisiead had dropped his -well, there was a problem with bow the city thought 



!» appnwch an armed ex-convict who held a Green- jf,e 



of money should be conducted." Parker 



...e spending of . 

Ville police ollicer and three women as hostages. He explained. "Por instance, say ROCIC wented lo buy some 
olleied nimself a« a hostage in exchange for Ihe the n rM They would ]ust go out and buy them. The city 
•>..mfn s treedum Because of bis efforts they were wanted Ihcm pul up for bids. ROCIC objected to doing 
■ i-iraml business this way." 

Henry Evans, the city's chief administrator, agreed. 

“Their refusal to go along with the bid system was a 

multi-millionaires alleged attempt to have the husband problem for us. Por inslance. one time they leased a van 

■ without our approval, things like that” Evans said. 

-We just cannot be responsible for grants in which we 
crime e.oup» and is credited with being ihe man who have no control over how the money Is spent We want 
-u ins term Dixie Mafia." a reference tocnminals in me agency here in Memphis and understand bow and 



tile .Southern uudcl world. 

He at*. I. one of the 10 members 
• omtniiui --u Organized Cnme 
At mistrjv! NJid that a lew ytars ago he and other law 



why it operates the way it does, but we cannot allow 
the President s money we are technically responsible for not to be ac- 
countable to ihe city." 

Evans said uneasiness over domestic intelligence work 



niriiiuilu'eis in the South realized they needed tu or problems with money spent on Informer operations 
1 >e where information could becollect- ■-- -•* — — a— 



eatlioringhi 
and |> • led 

it meetings together to discuss worn we tell 



abandon i 



played no part in the city's decision 
sponsorship. 

Price said no money is spent by ROCIC on its own 
trded i» (>- done “ he said "But we soon learned that 1D formers. but instead the money is channeled to the 
;• had tound <>ui everything that went on in our 



Concern with ihe effect of ROCIC on domestic surveil- 
lance ts not limited to the ACLU. 

The national Quaker American Pneods Service Com- 
mittee has charged that LEAA fundiog for urban intelli- 
gence units has been a significant factor to the acceler- 
ated growth of local police surveillance. 

And venous civil libertarian groups have recently 
challenged the Law Enforcement Intelligence Unit, a 
quasi-private network of more than 200 law enforcement 
agencies on the West Coast ROCIC officials say they are 
not connected, even in an umbrella way. with LE1U. 

Golden also claims there Is no LE1U connection. 

However, descriptions of how LEIU operates, obtained 
through civil libertarian lawsuits. Indicate that the struc- 
tural set-up of the two organizations and their physical 
operations are similar. 

In 197$. a former police intelligence officer told the 
Senate Select Committee on Intelligence that he bad sup- 
plied LEIU members with information on political activ- 
ists. including attorneys for the ACLU. The officer 
claimed that the targets of the surveillance were not 
connected to any criminal investigation 

The testimony was supported by the LEIU representa- 
tive for the Hayward, Calif., police department, who ed- j 
mitled that LEIU files contained information on ciuzens . 
who were members of "political protest" groups. 

Armistead said these problems are avoided by ROCIC | 

“The agencies that gel to trouble mix their domestic 
intelligence files with their criminal intelligence." h< 



er jibing we were planning" 

Tin- i niinjMkJii.ed'.heinlnrmiiiionthroughfriend- 
. f ii.v -.nia i> Ann irad vnd Thai knowledge ul the 
,-r- ,j. t. »lu,J. i auirU in w ine police departments, he 
. ,ij . ,ium .i imr. (,• nu pise tight controls over inlorma- 
,i. Arii -is numbership when ROCIC was formed 
.‘rnavtu.i points oul tha* the FBI has virtually aban- 
d-inrJ '<li.it hr calls “street crimes." including bank rob- 
*v» anJ aun> n.ell rings, and has been concentrating its 
citorts on white collar enmev Without ROCIC and other 
agencies across the country like n. law enforcement 
croups would have lo operate on their own. he said. 

Price said few law enforcement agencies ha*e the 
Hinds in nuke exiensive long-distance telephone calls to 
•.filer agencies lo check out information Membership in 
RuaC all-ws them to call Ihe Memphis-based agency at 
no expense and receive iuformaiion 
Tlie territory i u . ered by the cenier extends Irom North 
• ‘jrol'na 1.1 Oklahoma lo Florida and to theTexasMextco 
•vinler 

Agencies Rejected 

There are has 7S law enforcement organizations in 
PDA It's is-etate region Members pay $1,000 to join the 
exclusive club, which has rejected ibe applications of 280 
Agencies. Price said 

Ai mislead said agencies are rejected because of a belief 
•hai securitv over records could noi be maintained. “Por 
mvtame. Armistead said, “there is no way to secure the 
Memphis and Dallas police departments. So with them, we 
..nlv deal with the mielligence units. If a patrolman 
wants come information from us. he haa to give his re- 
quest to thr intelligence unit and they channel it to us. 

We know who gets the information or files and If 
anything is leaked, we know who to point to." 

He said all police departments simply cannot be trusted 
to be members 

Ol JO law enforcement agencies who applied for mem- 
bership m Mississippi, only iwo were accepted." he said. 

In order to qualify to be in the files of ROCIC. e person . 
must be « convicted felon in threa or more jurisdictions 
and be known as a "traveling criminal" who moves be- 1 
iween states as pan of criminal activity, Pnce said. "We 
are not interested in purely local crimes." be said. ' 
Price said member tgeucles ire also furnished “sup- - 
port systems" — the exotic scrambler and other electron- 
ic devices that are contained in shiny metallic suitcases 
— used in surveillance work. 

An agency may call and say II naeds lo use these de- 
vices. detail ibe case it is working on. and Ibe devices are 
dispatched to them Money for traveling and other ex- 
penses may also be given Ihe member agencies because 
law enlorcement budgets for sophisticated criminal in- 
vestigations are generally noD-exlmnt. Pnce said. 

Memphis, he said, is one of the few cities that have 
never called ou ROCIC for any surveillance aid. 

Federal officials said ibe need to deal with fast-moving 
felons led to government funding of (be center. 

“It was recognized lhat big-city and small-city law en- 
lorcement agencies needed lo pool their resources and 
ilieir knowledge to keep up with the mobile modern 
criminal.' " said Jim Golden, director of crlmmil conspir- 
acies for the Law Enforcement Assistance Administra- 
tion (LEAA). a part of tba Department of Justice. 




